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Abstract 
Diversity is rapidly increasing in public schools, and teachers are often unprepared to 
both understand and interact with the cultures they encounter, and to teach their students through 
multicultural education.  Much qualitative research about multicultural education exists, but I 
have examined my own experiences as a student and pre-service teacher through 
autoethnography. To decide which stories to use, I focused on four research questions: 
1.  What makes up our identity? 
2.  Why is multicultural education so important to identity? 
3.  How can I find my identity?  How do I define myself? 
4.  How do my students define themselves?  How can we help students develop strong 
identities? 
This has allowed me to tell my story in narrative form, and I then give an analysis ofmy 
experiences and my recommendations for other beginning teachers who find themselves 
unprepared to encounter diversity in their classrooms. 2  The need for multicultural education 
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Literature Review 
The Need for Multicultural Education and Curriculum Reform 
Public education reform has been a topic ofdiscussion and controversy as students in the 
United States continue to fall further behind students in other countries.  What is apparent is that 
our educational system is failing alarming numbers ofstudents, and while educators and 
politicians are demanding change, it appears that no one knows quite what to do. The student 
dynamic in schools is rapidly changing, and we are failing to accommodate and adapt to 
students' needs in this global, high-tech environment.  Students are increasingly diverse, but we 
still rely on decades-old curriculum deemed appropriate and necessary to prepare students for 
their lives after high school. 
Multicultural education has become an important part ofthe discussion about curriculum 
reform.  We have known for years that African students are at a much higher risk than White 
students ofbeing low-income, and therefore more likely to achieve lower test scores and drop 
out ofschool.  The US Department ofEducation (2007) released a study that showed students 
classified as low-income (eligible for free or reduced lunch) achieve at lower levels in both math 
and language arts than their middle and upper-income peers.  Another US Department of 
Education Study (Grigg, Donahue, & Dion, 2007) showed that African American and Latino 
students from all socioeconomic levels score lower than White students on math and reading 
standardized tests (pp. 6, 17).  Other alarming statistics emerged from a study by Braswell, 
Daane & Grigg (2004), which showed 61 % ofAfrican American, 53% of  Latino, and 46% of 
Native American 8
th grade students were performing below basic math levels. 
As these studies on the achievement gap between White students and minorities have 
been conducted, a focus on multicultural education has emerged as a way to combat the The need for multicultural education  4 
underachievement of  at-risk students. Due to rapidly increasing diversity in schools and the 
importance of every student receiving an adequate and fair education, it is clear that multicultural 
education is a necessary focus today, both at the secondary level and in higher education.  As I 
began my research on multicultural education, social justice education, and curriculum reform, I 
divided what I found into four areas of  focus: the need for multicultural education, the benefits of 
multicultural education to students of all races, genders, sexual orientations, and ability levels, 
and the need for curriculum reform in secondary schools and in teacher education. 
Research into why ethnic, low-income students fail to achieve has pointed to the fact that 
the curriculum in schools is Eurocentric, which means that the students who succeed with this 
curriculum are typically students who share that same background (Cholewa and West-Olatunji, 
2008; Marri 2005). Furthermore, initial research has shown that by making connections between 
students' home cultures and schools cultures can improve academic achievement, though more 
long-term research does need to be done to appropriately measure how much culturally 
responsive teaching can influence achievement.  Specifically, considering the current focus on 
high-stakes testing, research needs to be conducted to understand how multicultural education 
can effect minority student achievement on standardized tests.  Considering that the US Census 
Bureau issued population projections in August 2008 that estimated by 2043 minorities will 
make up 54% of  the nation's total population and that by 2050 the child population will be 62%, 
reaching minority students is not only a moral obligation, but also an absolute necessity for the 
future success ofpublic education.  These projections show that while we may still call non­
White students "minority" students today, this will be a misnomer in a matter ofyears. 
Much qualitative research about the benefits of  multicultural education has been 
published in the past decade.  I specifically looked at multicultural education in English, 5  The need for multicultural education 
composition, and social studies classrooms for the purposes of  my research.  In many cases, what 
happens is that while teachers may not recognize immediate changes in student behaviors or 
attitudes, students do experience changes that are "subtle and transitory," according to Thein, 
Beach, and Parks (2007, p. 55).  Thein, Beach and Parks studied using a "perspective-taking" 
approach with their white students, and found that students were much more comfortable with 
discussing race, racism and multiculturalism after reading multicultural literature, and that 
students were overall more conscious ofother cultures and the perspectives of  other people 
(p. 58). Phyllis Ngai (2006), an advocate for Native language instruction for White and Native 
American students, suggested these students would benefit from indigenous language instruction 
by gaining the ability to understand, work, and live peacefully with diverse groups of  people (pp. 
227-233). 
Kaya Yilmaz (2008) reported that using multicultural education in social studies and 
history classes will "increase students' capacity to view the past from different angles rather than 
impose a certain perspective on students...to help students enlarge their understanding of  the 
increasingly interdependent social world" (p. 40).  An impressive case of  using multicultural and 
social-justice oriented teaching came from Brian D. Schultz (2007) who used project-based 
learning with his 5
th graders in inner city Chicago.  He found that over their months-long project, 
students who previously had been failing, absent and disconnected in school became actively 
involved in their group work, and that most students improved their standardized test scores 
significantly with no direct time spent on test preparation (p. 171). Cammarota (2007) also found 
implementing a social-justice oriented curriculum significantly improved the graduation rates of 
Latino/a students in one school district. 6  The need for multicultural education 
Research about the need for secondary curriculum reform is extensive.  Christine Sleeter 
is a leading researcher in this field and has published numerous articles and studies in the past 
two decades.  Her work has shown that students and teachers deserve a curriculum that allows 
them to make decisions in their classrooms instead ofbeing at the bottom of  a bureaucratic and 
ineffective hierarchy.  She also makes the claim that standards-based curriculum has damaged 
and restricted the rights of minority students (Sleeter, 2001; Sleeter, Hughes, Meador, & Whang, 
2005). Sleeter advocates heavily for involving communities in the school environment (1996, pp. 
239-247).  Lesley (2008) calls for curriculum reform that allows students texts that they can 
make personal connections to, particularly because at-risk students are often overlooked or 
underestimated in their abilities.  Sonia Nieto, also a very dominant voice in the case for 
curriculum reform, says that by using a student's culture as a basis for education, levels of 
achievement can dramatically improve (Nieto, 1999, 2005).  The overall focus of  curriculum 
reform revolves around giving students an understanding ofhis/her identity and how he/she fits 
into society. 
The final portion of  my research was over teacher--education curriculum reform.  Just as 
secondary schools need to be reformed, the way teachers are trained to teach multicultural 
education needs to change as well.  Sleeter is also a well-established voice in this area, calling 
for reform in the recruitment of  teachers and for immersion programs for pre-service teachers 
(Sleeter, 2001, pp. 94-108).  Most pre-service teachers are White, and Sleeter advocates for 
recruiting more teachers of  color, gender, and sexual orientation, while also better preparing all 
teachers through updating and reforming actual teacher education programs (Sleeter 2001, 
Sleeter & Stillman, 2005).  Milner (2008) calls for teacher education programs to expand from 
offering only one course on multicultural education or urban education and to move away from 7  The need for multicultural education 
teacher education programs that are centered on Whiteness.  Tidwell and Thompson (2008) call 
for a program that prepares urban teachers by providing them with extended, immersive contact 
with urban schools throughout their education (pp. 86-90). Gay (2007) found that while the No 
Child Left Behind Act claimed to demand higher-quality teachers, it overlooked the fact that 
more funding would be needed to train and retain these professionals (pp. 279-293). 
Increasing diversity and the necessity for education in today's society make multicultural 
education an imperative solution to the problems the educational system is facing.  Secondary 
students need an updated and culturally relevant curriculum that allows them to make sense of 
who they are and how they fit into the world around them.  Teachers must be given the 
opportunity to learn how to teach the students who are currently being marginalized by our 
society. More research is needed to see how multicultural education can improve scores on 
standardized testing and on school performance in general. 
Introduction 
Our lives are full of  stories, and teaching is certainly a profession full of them.  All 
educators have stories we can tell about memorable experiences, students that have changed our 
lives, moments when everything we ever learned or knew suddenly changed.  As a teacher, I 
have traveled a long road from my childhood in an all-White community to my present-day 
focus on multicultural education.  This is the story of  my journey into teaching, as told through 
autoethnography. 
In the past decade, autoethnography as qualitative research has become a popular way to 
explore and discuss teaching and learning (Banks and Banks, 2000, as cited by Hughes, 2008, 
p.127).  The form of auto ethnography is a narrative where the researcher tells a story and 8  The need for multicultural education 
evaluates what her experiences mean to her life and to the profession (Jones, 2005, as cited by 
Belbase, 2008, p.3).  Luitel (2003, as cited by Belbase, 2008, p.3) says that autoethnography 
" ...signifies the textual representation of  one's own personal experiences in hislher social, 
political, economic and cultural context." 
Hughes (2008) states that there are "three bridges connecting auto  ethnography to 
reflexivity, teaching, and learning" (p.  127).  First, auto  ethnography challenges what we assume 
to be normal and forces us to examine how we socialize personally and professionally.  Second, 
it can teach us to write and share emotions with an audience, and third, it allows us space to learn 
and discuss our own experiences with inequity and oppression that is present in our classrooms 
(Hughes, 2008, p.127). 
I have chosen autoethnography because I know that my stories are important in the 
understanding of  what it is like to be a White woman pre-service teacher who is trying to 
examine and understand the concept ofrace, and to combat and come to terms with her own 
racism.  This journey is important to the profession because self-reflection has led me to the 
development ofa strong and unwavering identity, and developing an identity, a meaning, a 
purpose, is where we are failing so many ofour students today. 
Throughout this autoethnography I have used many different forms ofresearch. I have 
used my personal experiences throughout my teacher education coursework at Ball State 
University and my experiences as an active volunteer in several different organizations 
throughout my five years as an undergraduate.  I have also used field observations I have made 
throughout my time as a pre-service teacher in Muncie Community Schools, as well as many 
student artifacts from my time as a student teacher at Frankfort High School in Frankfort, 
Indiana.  All ofthese sources help me to examine multicultural education and the formation of 9  The need for multicultural education 
identity, and how we can help students develop positive identities that help them understand who 
they are and where they belong. 
To decide which stories to use, I focused on four research questions: 
1. 	 What makes up our identity? 
2. 	 Why is multicultural education so important to identity? 
3. 	 How can I find my identity?  How do I define myself? 
4. 	 How do my students define themselves?  How can we help students develop strong 
identities? 
Results 
How can lfind my identity?  How do I define myself? 
Our teacher's assistant passed out an article while we were talking about race.  I looked at 
the list of  26 situations where the author encountered white privilege and everything changed for 
me.  "26. I can choose blemish cover or bandages in "flesh" color and have them more or less 
match my skin" (McIntosh, 1988, p.  150).  How could I have never even thought about how easy 
I had it?  I had never given thought to how I might be treated differently because ofmy skin 
color, because I am White.  No one would ever ask me to speak on behalf of  everyone who was 
White, nor would someone call me a credit to my race just because I was going to college. 
But now, what?  I could not understand how just having my skin color meant I was 
automatically privileged.  However, there were those 26 reasons, all ofwhich applied to me, too. 
Could I do something to equalize the problem?  Was it my problem to fix?  I did not ask to be 
White, but no one else asked to be Black or Hispanic, or an "other" either.  What could I do? 
Does this mean that when I am a teacher my students are going to make assumptions about me 
just because I am White?  Am I going to assume things about my students just because they are a The need for multicultural education  10 
different color than me?  And how is it that just having a different skin color makes someone's 
life so radically different from mine?  These questions would continue to plague me for the rest 
of  my college experience, and will certainly follow me throughout my life . 
• 

What makes up our identity? How do my students define themselves? 
Four years later, I am making a poster about myself for my first day of  student teaching. 
To get to know my students, we will all trace our feet onto colorful sheets ofpaper and then 
describe the "footsteps" we wish to make in the coming school year.  Trying to decide what I 
should put around my foot is another story.  What do I want them to know about me?  I settle on 
a picture of  my iPod, drawings ofbooks, a guitar, and a soccer ball.  I am so much more than 
these things, though, I just do not know how to express it to my students.  It is simple to reduce 
myself to a few little symbols, but it's the big picture I'm still trying to figure out.  Hopefully in 
the next few months I will help my students to begin developing their big pictures, too.  "We're 
all the same," I want to tell them.  We are all just trying to figure out who we are . 
• 

Why is multicultural education so important to identity? How can we help students develop 
strong identities? 
At the end of  our unit on Native Americans, my students watched the wonderful film 
"Smoke Signals."  I knew they would love it, and I was pleased to see that it caught everyone's 
attention, even those students who had checked out of  class from the beginning.  They laughed, 
they chattered, they were silent when Victor and Thomas were verbally assaulted on the bus. 
When the movie ended, I asked them to write me an essay about how Victor and Thomas met 
some of  the stereotypes they had about Native Americans, and how they differed from the 
stereotypes. The need for multicultural education  11 
Allison (I have changed all student names) wrote a very good essay about ways Native 
Americans are typically stereotyped.  She said "Instead ofbeing educated about the Native 
American culture, people choose to form opinions based on what they see in the 
media  ...  Stereotypes aren't only believed by the public, but many Native Americans have 
stereotyped themselves.  They believe that because many people believe certain things about 
their culture, they should act in a certain way to bring truth to the stereotypes.  In "Smoke 
Signals," Victor tries to convince Thomas to act more like a "real Indian."  He tells Victor to take 
out his braids, change his suit, and to have a stoic look on his face.  Because other people have 
this stereotype about Native Americans, Victor thinks he has to live up to those stereotypes .. .like 
the Native Americans, other races and cultures are also stereotyped.  Instead offorming 
uneducated opinions about a person's culture, race or religion, we should all become more 
informed to avoid hurting another person." 
Nick, our Brazilian exchange student, had a difficult time understanding what stereotypes 
were.  He had not grown up here, and he did not bring the same life experiences to the class that 
the other students did.  I had not considered this when I wrote the essay topic, but it was one of 
countless learning experiences for me as a teacher.  "Well," I said as I sat down with him, "who 
[sic] do you make fun of  in Brazil?  Is there a certain group ofpeople that everyone else mocks 
or treats badly or says bad things about?"  He laughed.  "Sure," he said, "We make fun of  the 
Portuguese."  I told him "Perfect.  That's what I'm asking you to do.  Think about why you 
consider the Portuguese as so different from yourself, and then apply that to the essay.  What 
makes Victor and Thomas different?" 
Nick's essay was a great effort and showed me that he understood what I wanted him to 
get from the movie.  He wrote, "People think that Native Americans are lazy, alcoholic, and 